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Takeaway
The United States is staring down a recession, and potential depression, as a result of

the coronavirus. Yet our nation’s safety net wasn’t built to handle a crisis like this and is

wholly inadequate to meet the needs of millions of laid-o� workers and their families in

the midst of this global pandemic. As Congress considers the next aid package, it needs

to act on a massive scale. We need a Coronavirus Safety Net that protects everyone with

more cash in their pockets and more resources to help them manage the economic

fallout.
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The coronavirus is wreaking havoc on our nation’s workers. Government o�cials have called

for social distancing, and governors have ordered non-essential businesses to close and have

even ordered many essential businesses to temporarily change the way they operate.

American workers have lost their jobs as businesses across the service sector, from restaurants

to retailers, have closed their doors. And thousands more businesses are coping with how to

make payroll as the crisis continues. In the last two weeks of March, over 10 million Americans

�led for unemployment bene�ts, and by April 4 another 6.6 million joined the unemployment

rolls. 1 Even for people who have kept their jobs, work looks completely di�erent now, with

families working and learning remotely and children home from school and daycare.

Congress has taken swift initial action to shore up the safety net to help workers weather this

pandemic and its impact on the economy. In the Families First Coronavirus Response Act,

Congress increased funding for states’ unemployment insurance systems, established

emergency paid sick and family leave, and promoted continued access to food security

programs. In the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, the $2.2 trillion

third stimulus package, Congress went even further—greatly expanding unemployment

insurance, boosting funding for childcare, food assistance, and other supports, and providing

Americans with direct cash payments of $1,200.

That federal action was essential, but we still have a safety net that wasn’t built to handle a

crisis like this. As a result, it doesn’t fully protect millions of laid-o� workers and their

families in the midst of this global pandemic. In particular, women and people of color are

facing the most severe �nancial hardships as they are disproportionately employed in low-

wage, hourly positions in industries that have shut down. As Congress considers the next aid

package, it needs to act on a massive scale. We need a Coronavirus Safety Net that protects

everyone with more cash in their pockets and more resources to help them manage the

economic fallout. Here’s how to do that:

1. Help families pay their bills with additional direct cash payments.

2. Expand access to unemployment bene�ts for more Americans.

3. Increase food assistance for low-income families with expanded SNAP bene�ts.

4. Ensure access to child care for frontline workers.

5. Protect workers with debt.

6. Ensure all Americans can work and learn remotely with broadband subsidies.

7. Pay Down, Upskill.



1. Help families pay their bills with additional
direct cash payments.
Millions of Americans are out of work because of the pandemic, and even workers who have

kept their jobs may see their incomes decline as economic activity shrinks. Before the crisis,

even when unemployment was low, nearly 1 in 5 Americans struggled to pay their bills each

month due to rising costs of things like child care, housing, and health care. Racial and ethnic

minorities were more likely to struggle to pay their monthly bills than whites. And single

parents were more likely to report a negative �nancial situation than married parents. 2 As

this crisis continues, more families will struggle to a�ord basic necessities.

Congress must step in. Every month until the pandemic ends or businesses reopen, Congress

should provide direct cash payments to support the incomes of low- and middle-income

families. Similar to the �rst round of direct cash payments, future payments can be given to

individuals earning up to $75,000 or couples earning up to $150,000 and phased out above

those thresholds. Payments could be similar to what was included in the last rescue package:

$1,200 for each person, with an additional $500 for those with dependents (including adult

dependents, such as those with disabilities). Further, upcoming direct cash payments should

specify that anyone eligible for unemployment bene�ts can also receive cash payments. This

way, we don’t exclude people who may have made a decent salary in 2018 but now are without

work and need assistance.

Establishing a series of regular payments will give households the certainty they need to get

through this time. Providing direct payments will not only help more families pay the bills and

put food on the table—it will also keep our economy working, at least partially. As families

spend this money on things like groceries, household products, and other necessities, that

money will have a multiplier e�ect and spur further economic activity.

2. Expand access to unemployment benefits for
more Americans.
Since this pandemic began, nearly 17 million Americans have �led for unemployment bene�ts,

with millions more expected to follow as the economic e�ects ripple outward. While

Unemployment Insurance (UI) is essential, this crisis has laid bare the gaps in the system. UI

rules vary from state to state, but too many Americans are ineligible for bene�ts. As part of the

CARES Act, Congress has temporarily extended UI bene�ts to self-employed people,

independent contractors, gig workers, and people seeking part-time work.

That’s a huge �rst step. Now, eligibility for UI should be expanded to these workers until the

pandemic ends or businesses reopen. This will modernize our UI system to protect far more

people throughout the length of this crisis.



Sen. Michael Bennet (D-CO) has also released an important proposal to reform UI to expand

bene�ts to more workers, enhance those bene�ts, and ensure the program kicks in sooner as

an economic stabilizer. 3 For example, the Bennet proposal would expand eligibility to part-

time workers available for or seeking only part-time work and would require all states to

provide at least 26 weeks of bene�ts. The proposal would also automatically trigger Extended

Bene�ts (additional weeks of UI bene�ts during particularly weak economic conditions) by

tying them more closely to changes in the unemployment rate.

3. Increase food assistance for low-income
families with expanded SNAP benefits.
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) provides low-income families with

monthly bene�ts to help them a�ord food. By the end of 2019, roughly 19 million households

participated in the program, encompassing over 37 million Americans. 4 One quarter of SNAP

households are headed by single parents, and one in �ve SNAP households include elderly

individuals living alone. 5 To be eligible for SNAP, a household’s income generally must be at

or below 130% of the federal poverty line, or $27,700 a year for a family of three. 6 Food

assistance programs also have limitations on what can be purchased using bene�ts—

limitations that don’t make sense during this crisis. For example, SNAP cannot currently be

used to purchase cleaning supplies, paper products, or hygiene items.

Congress needs to expand SNAP to meet increased demand. Bene�t eligibility should be 300%

of the federal poverty level or higher (up from the current eligibility level of 130%) until the

end of the emergency. Congress should also increase the monthly bene�t amount that SNAP-

eligible families receive, as House Democrats and the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities

have called for. 7 House Democrats’ Take Responsibility for Workers and Families Act would

raise SNAP bene�ts by 15% during the coronavirus-related economic downturn. For a family

of three, the estimated average monthly bene�t is $378, so a 15% increase would give families

$57 more each month. 8 Americans should also be able to use their SNAP bene�ts on health

and sanitation products as well as online food delivery. 9

Increasing SNAP bene�t levels doesn’t just help lower-income families put food on the table

and keep them out of poverty during economic downturns; it was also one of the most

e�ective economic stimulus measures enacted during the Great Recession. Each dollar used to

raise SNAP bene�t levels generates more than a dollar of economic activity. 10

4. Ensure access to child care for frontline
workers.
While many Americans are working from home right now, frontline workers handling the

pandemic response e�ort don’t have that option. This includes hospital sta�, pharmacists,



grocery store employees, �rst responders, and many others. At the same time, many daycare

centers across the country have closed and schools have gone virtual. This leaves essential

workers with children struggling to balance family and work responsibilities. For example, 4.6

million health care workers have children under the age of 14, and many are single parents;

roughly 15% of health care workers need access to child care when schools close. 11

We must ensure workers on the frontlines of this pandemic have access to child care. Congress

should provide funding to states to be distributed to daycare centers and other child providers

that remain open to care for the children of frontline workers. States can contract with child

care providers to provide slots for these families as well as expand capacity for families of

other frontline workers. Given the extraordinary circumstances of this crisis, the government

should fully cover the operating costs of these daycare centers. There should be few

restrictions on which families can bene�t from this funding, and there should be no parental

cost-sharing requirement.

5. Protect workers with debt.
Millions of workers have lost their jobs and are seeing incomes decline due to the coronavirus.

This leaves families with less cash on hand to pay for unexpected expenses or emergencies,

like refrigerator or car repairs. And even before this pandemic, nearly 40% of Americans would

have struggled to cover an emergency $400 expense, particularly racial and ethnic

minorities. 12

To help families manage unexpected expenses during this crisis, Congress should authorize

no-interest loans to every American until the pandemic ends and businesses reopen. Loans

could be o�ered in amounts up to $5,000, repayable over �ve years, and there should be few

restrictions on how borrowers use these loans. Banks could make these loans and the federal

government could guarantee them. To ensure these loans go to families that truly need it,

Congress can limit eligibility to individuals earning $75,000 or less a year or couples earning

$150,000 as well as to individuals who have lost their jobs and are now eligible for

unemployment bene�ts.

Congress should also protect borrowers who are unemployed from having to make debt

payments while the economy is at a standstill. The CARES Act took a number of steps to

provide �nancial institutions with regulatory relief and maintain �nancial market stability

during this crisis. For example, the Act allows the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation to

guarantee bank debt and allows the O�ce of the Comptroller of the Currency to exempt

transactions from its lending limits. 13 Congress should go further and require banks

bene�ting from these provisions to provide loan deferments to people who’ve lost their jobs.

This will allow more Americans to hold o� on making payments until the economy recovers.

Additionally, the New Democrat Coalition has called for federal agencies to be granted the



ability to defer payments on existing direct or guaranteed loans, leases, and other

commitments for a�ected individuals for at least three months. 14

6. Ensure all Americans can work and learn
remotely with broadband subsidies.
Broadband is a necessity, not a luxury, in the digital age. That’s even more the case with

millions of Americans working and learning from home during this crisis. Yet access to

broadband and computers remains highly uneven in this country. In 2016, among households

with incomes of $150,000 or higher, 96% had a broadband Internet subscription and 99% had

a computer. Among households with incomes below $25,000, just 58% had broadband and

72% had a computer. 15 Access is also uneven based on race and ethnicity. As of February 2019,

79% of whites had home broadband, compared to 66% of African Americans and 61% of

Hispanics. 16 And 82% of whites report owning a desktop or laptop computer, compared to

58% of African Americans and 57% of Hispanics. 17

Congress must ensure all families have equitable access to broadband during this pandemic.

To start, we must automatically enroll more families in the FCC’s Lifeline program, which

provides low-income families with discounts on broadband service. Lifeline is a critical

program, but in 2018, just 25% of eligible families participated in the program. As detailed in

Third Way’s Broadband for All proposal, reducing enrollment hurdles and boosting awareness

of this program can help more families a�ord broadband during this pandemic. Second,

Congress should also provide funding to give each Lifeline-eligible household a $150-voucher

to help pay for a basic computer. This will ensure families can actually use their low-cost

broadband at home.

7. Pay Down, Upskill.
It’s widely discussed that student loan debt has topped $1.6 trillion in the United States, and

during this economic crisis those loans are contributing to the �nancial stress of millions of

American families—triggering calls for widespread loan forgiveness. But what’s often

obscured is the reality that only 21% of American adults currently hold any student loan debt.

And a full 48% of our country’s outstanding student loans are held by Americans with

graduate degrees. 18 As a result, proposals to cancel all, or even a large portion of, the student

loan debt portfolio would leave out more than three-quarters of the adult population,

providing greater economic relief to those who in many cases may already have the

credentials and salaries they need to weather this economic storm.

Instead of blanket student loan forgiveness, Congress should make a postsecondary

investment that will bene�t all American workers by providing every American over the age of

18 with a voucher they can use to either pay down existing student loan debt or to pursue

https://www.thirdway.org/report/broadband-for-all-connecting-everyone-everywhere-to-the-digital-economy


high-quality training to upskill for the current and future economy. This $5,000 credit could

be used anywhere along the postsecondary pipeline, ranging from apprenticeships, stackable

credentials, or certi�cate programs all the way to traditional two- and four-year programs.

Those who have already obtained the credentials they need to get a good-paying career can

apply this credit retroactively to pay down any federal student loan debt, and those who do

not need the voucher for either upskilling or paying down student loans can donate it to a

nonpro�t postsecondary program or institution of their choice.

In addition to making sure workers can a�ord training, Congress should also provide an

infusion of resources into our workforce development system, including technical and

community colleges, to help build their capacity to provide training, as New America has called

for. 19 These dollars could go toward helping these institutions deliver training and services

virtually. Training providers could also use these dollars to coordinate with local employers to

provide training for workers who are on the payroll but are being asked to stay home.

Conclusion
Even before this crisis, it was clear that far more was needed to strengthen the social safety

net for a new economic era. We need to modernize the Unemployment Insurance system with

permanent changes that expand eligibility, income support, and other services to those out of

work. We must drastically expand the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) to not only help

everyone now eligible, but also broaden its reach to help those who are recently unemployed,

on disability, and over the age of 55. And we need a suite of new protections for families that

will automatically kick in during economic crises.

We will have time for that. But right now, millions of Americans are in a precarious economic

position. Our nation’s safety net wasn’t built to handle a crisis like this and is wholly

inadequate to meet the needs of millions of laid-o� workers and their families in the midst of

this global pandemic. As Congress considers the next aid package, it needs to act on a massive

scale. We need a Coronavirus Safety Net that protects everyone with more cash in their

pockets and more resources to help them manage the economic fallout.

 

ENDNOTES

Unemployment Insurance Weekly Claims.” U.S. Department of Labor. 9 Apr

2020. https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/�les/OPA/newsreleases/ui-claims/20200592.pdf.

Accessed 9 Apr 2020.

1.

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/OPA/newsreleases/ui-claims/20200592.pdf


“Report on the Economic Well-Being of U.S. Households in 2018.” Board of Governors of the

Federal Reserve System. May 2019. https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/�les/2018-

report-economic-well-being-us-households-201905.pdf. Accessed 2 Apr 2020.

2.

“Reforming Unemployment Insurance to Automatically Respond to Deteriorating Economic

Conditions.” O�ce of U.S. Senator Michael Bennet. 24 Mar 2020.

https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/6818270/Michael-Bennet-s-UI-reform-

plan.pdf. Accessed 30 Mar 2020.

3.

“SNAP Data Tables.” U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service.

https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap. Accessed 1

Apr 2020.

4.

Cronquist, Kathryn. “Characteristics of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

Households: Fiscal Year 2018.” U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service. Nov

2019. https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/�les/resource-

�les/Characteristics2018.pdf. Accessed 6 Apr 2020.

5.

“A Quick Guide to SNAP Eligibility and Bene�ts.” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 1 Nov

2019. https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/a-quick-guide-to-snap-eligibility-

and-bene�ts. Accessed 1 Apr 2020.

6.

Parrott, Sharon et al. “CARES Act Includes Essential Measures to Respond to Public Health,

Economic Crises, But More Will Be Needed.” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 27 Mar

2020. https://www.cbpp.org/research/economy/cares-act-includes-essential-measures-to-

respond-to-public-health-economic-crises. Accessed 30 Mar 2020.

7.

Author’s calculations based on: “A Quick Guide to SNAP Eligibility and Bene�ts.” Center on

Budget and Policy Priorities. 1 Nov 2019. https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/a-

quick-guide-to-snap-eligibility-and-bene�ts. Accessed 1 Apr 2020.

8.

Appelbaum, Eileen and Shawn Fremstad. “The US Response to COVID-19: What’s in Federal

Legislation and What’s Not, but Still Needed.” Center for Economic Policy Research. 26 Mar

2020. https://cepr.net/the-u-s-response-to-covid-19-whats-in-federal-legislation-and-

whats-not-but-still-needed/. Accessed 1 Apr 2020.

9.

Hoynes, Hilary and Diane Whitmore Schanzenbach. “Strengthening SNAP as an Automatic

Stabilizer.” The Hamilton Project. 16 May 2019.

https://www.hamiltonproject.org/papers/strengthening_snap_as_an_automatic_stabilizer

. Accessed 1 Apr 2020.

10.

Fernandez, Marisa. “Health Care Workers' Child Care Crisis.” Axios. 6 Apr 2020.

https://www.axios.com/child-care-health-care-workers-coronavirus-52a552e1-25f5-4507-

a98e-977af2e6e78c.html. Accessed 6 Apr 2020.

11.

https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2018-report-economic-well-being-us-households-201905.pdf
https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/6818270/Michael-Bennet-s-UI-reform-plan.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/Characteristics2018.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/a-quick-guide-to-snap-eligibility-and-benefits
https://www.cbpp.org/research/economy/cares-act-includes-essential-measures-to-respond-to-public-health-economic-crises
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/a-quick-guide-to-snap-eligibility-and-benefits
https://cepr.net/the-u-s-response-to-covid-19-whats-in-federal-legislation-and-whats-not-but-still-needed/
https://www.hamiltonproject.org/papers/strengthening_snap_as_an_automatic_stabilizer
https://www.axios.com/child-care-health-care-workers-coronavirus-52a552e1-25f5-4507-a98e-977af2e6e78c.html


“Report on the Economic Well-Being of U.S. Households in 2018.” Board of Governors of the

Federal Reserve System. May 2019. https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/�les/2018-

report-economic-well-being-us-households-201905.pdf. Accessed 2 Apr 2020.

12.

Ahmad, Faiz et al. “CARES Act Provides Much-Needed Stimulus for U.S. Businesses,

Individuals.” Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom LLP. 27 Mar 2020.

https://www.skadden.com/insights/publications/2020/03/cares-act-provides-much-

needed-stimulus#bank. Accessed 1 Apr 2020.

13.

“Recommendations for Coronavirus Response & Economic Recovery.” New Democrat

Coalition. 19 Mar 2020.

https://newdemocratcoalition.house.gov/imo/media/doc/NDC%20Recommendations%20for

%20Econ%20Stimulus%20(vF)_CLEAN.pdf. Accessed 30 Mar 2020.

14.

Ryan, Camille. “Computer and Internet Use in the United States: 2016.” United States Census

Bureau. Aug 2018.

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/acs/ACS-39.pdf.

Accessed 1 Apr 2020.

15.

“Internet/Broadband Fact Sheet.” Pew Research Center. 12 Jun 2019.

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/internet-broadband/#who-has-home-

broadband. Accessed 6 Apr 2020.

16.

Perrin, Andrew and Erica Turner. “Smartphones Help Blacks, Hispanics Bridge Some – But Not

All – Digital Gaps With Whites.” Pew Research Center. 20 Aug 2019.

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/08/20/smartphones-help-blacks-hispanics-

bridge-some-but-not-all-digital-gaps-with-whites/. Accessed 6 Apr 2020.

17.

Friedman, Zack. “Student Loan Debt Statistics in 2020: A Record $1.6 Trillion.” Forbes. 3 Feb

2020. https://www.forbes.com/sites/zackfriedman/2020/02/03/student-loan-debt-

statistics/#65ef322e281f. Accessed 6 Apr 2020.

Yilla, Kadija and David Wessel. “Five Facts About Student Loans.” The Brookings Institution.

12 Nov 2019. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2019/11/12/�ve-facts-about-

student-loans/. Accessed 6 Apr 2020.

18.

McCarthy, Mary Alice. “How the Federal Government Can Help American Workers and Families

Cope with COVID-19.” New America. 23 Mar 2020. https://www.newamerica.org/education-

policy/edcentral/how-federal-government-can-help-american-workers-and-families-

cope-covid-19/. Accessed 26 Mar 2020.

19.

https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2018-report-economic-well-being-us-households-201905.pdf
https://www.skadden.com/insights/publications/2020/03/cares-act-provides-much-needed-stimulus#bank
https://newdemocratcoalition.house.gov/imo/media/doc/NDC%2520Recommendations%2520for%2520Econ%2520Stimulus%2520(vF)_CLEAN.pdf
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/acs/ACS-39.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/internet-broadband/#who-has-home-broadband
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/08/20/smartphones-help-blacks-hispanics-bridge-some-but-not-all-digital-gaps-with-whites/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/zackfriedman/2020/02/03/student-loan-debt-statistics/%252365ef322e281f
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2019/11/12/five-facts-about-student-loans/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/how-federal-government-can-help-american-workers-and-families-cope-covid-19/

